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 This essay examines Sarah Hepola’s memoir “Black Out: Remembering the Things I 
Drank to Forget” through an in-depth analysis of the blackout phenomenon, a surprisingly 
common phenomenon amongst individuals who indulge in alcohol consumption. The text suggests 
that a careful examination of the intrapersonal communication present in the work can reveal some 
clues as to why people engage in the extraordinarily risky behavior of drinking to blackout.  I 
distinguish between intrapersonal communication prevalent within Hepola’s text which refers to dialogue 
one engages in with one self.  
Generally, the phenomenon is widely known and prevalent amongst college students which 
perpetuates it into a cultural norm and stride of some. The memoir, which gained national attention 
in the popular media after being published in June of 2016, explores the phenomenon of blacking 
out or drinking so much that one becomes unable to recall how or what they did beyond a certain 
point. While, I investigate the physically disabling effects of blacking out and its harmful nature 
in terms of proper brain functioning, I take the examination a step further by looking to 
communication theories forwarded by Gregory Bateson and Hubert Herman’s two prominent 
figures in the field of philosophy who looked at the many ways individuals engage in dialogue 
with one self. 
 I use these theories to determine the nature of intrapersonal communication that precedes 
blacking out. The apparent pathological behaviors of alcoholics engaged in internal conflict is 
examined through my dialogical analysis of the phenomenon. Two major theories will inform my 
analysis. First, I will look to the work of Gregory Bateson and his ideas of the double bind and 
schismogenesis.  Second, I look at a more recent perspective developed by Hubert Herman’s 
known as Dialogical Self Theory.  
I explain Gregory Bateson’s concept of schismogenesis, a theory he arrived at as a result 
of ethnographic research he conducted in New Guinea in the 1930’s. Per Bateson, schismogenisis 
is "a process of differentiation in the norms of individual behavior resulting from cumulative 
interaction between individuals" (Naven, p. 175) It can be viewed as a kind of vicious circle where 
one participant in a dialogue reacts in potentially pathological manner. Mainly, Bateson 
investigated interpersonal communication.  
On the other hand, I look to Hubert Herman’s dialogical self-theory to uncover 
intrapersonal dialogue, which is dialogue one has with oneself to reveal schismogenic conflicts 
that are present within Hepola’s text. These intrapersonal conflicts being apparent within her text 
can allow us to understand the line of logic happening when an alcoholic decides whether to drink 
or not, eventually leading to a blackout. The analysis will isolate examples of internal conversation 
and debate which point to the occurrence of a double bind, schismogenisis, and then the 
domination of some internal voices (or I-positions) over others. While the essay does not make 
recommendations as to how to prevent this obviously pathological behavior, it does help us to 
understand why a person would purposely drink excessive amounts of alcohol that lead to blacking 
out in the harmful way. This seeming clear within Hepola’s recollection of past behaviors 
expressed through her memoir.  
